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Abstract 
EMILY LINES: Putting the “Age” into Agenda: How Demographic Ageing Became a Topic 
of EU Concern 
(Under the direction of Donald Searing) 
 
 The European Union has declared 2012 as the European Year for Active Ageing and 
Solidarity between Generations with the goal of raising awareness about the growing ageing 
population and to promote a more active lifestyle for older generations. This European Year 
highlights a different aspect of the demographic change going on in Europe, when usually 
most attention is placed on the declining fertility rate. But why is the EU addressing this 
issue now? Has the ageing population always been a concern? This paper will work towards 
answering those questions and will provide a historical overview of how this issue has 
emerged on the EU agenda by using a five-step policy process.  
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 I. Introduction 
 During the summer of 2011, the European Parliament and the European Council 
agreed to designate 2012 as the European Year for Active Ageing and Solidarity between 
Generations (EY2012). The goal of this year is to promote and raise awareness about the 
ongoing demographic change occurring throughout the European Union (EU), but many 
people may wonder, “why now?” This decision is not completely random since it is likely 
most European citizens have heard something about demographic change or the increasing 
population over the age of 65 within the last few years. But the question still remains why the 
EU is now making a strong push towards addressing demographic change, particularly 
population ageing. Has the EU been ignoring a growing situation that could have been 
addressed years ago? Why has more not been done to try and reduce the impact of these 
demographic factors? 
To put it plainly, the EU has been working towards addressing this demographic 
change. In fact, the EU has acknowledged demographic change since the late 1970s, the 
European Parliament has had an Intergroup on Ageing and Intergenerational Solidarity since 
1982, and the EU declared 1993 as the European Year of the Elderly and Solidarity between 
Generations (EY1993). Demographic change was not a secret to European officials, it was 
well known, but to the public eye, it may seem like population ageing is a new phenomenon 
of the 21st century. With 2012 being designated the European Year for Active Ageing and 
Solidarity between the Generations, a second year of its kind, I was led to question how the 
topic of population ageing has evolved in the EU and reemerged in the form of active ageing.  
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To find the answers to my question, I will use the different stages of the policy 
process to describe the development of the EU’s policies over the past 30 years. The first 
section will present the policy process using the ideas and theories developed by John 
Kingdon, Frank Baumgartner, and Bryan Jones. In the following section, I will explore the 
first stage of the policy process, problem definition, to provide a better understanding of 
Europe’s demographic situation. The next two sections will split the demographic debate into 
two time periods: the 1980s and early 1990s, and the late 1990s and 2000s. For the final 
section, I will present my analysis of how this debate and policy process has developed and 
whether the EU has made progress in addressing this demographic challenge. For this, I have 
analyzed official EU documents and conducted qualitative expert interviews. This paper will 
offer an explanation of how demographic change, specifically the ageing of the population, 
has entered the EU agenda and why it has developed into a major concern of the EU.  
 
 II. Building a Framework 
 In order to explain how the discussion of demographic change has evolved at the EU 
level, I will use a simple five-step policy process consisting of problem definition, agenda 
setting, problem formulation, implementation, and policy evaluation.1 This model provides a 
simple way of organizing and describing the series of events that have unfolded throughout 
the demographic debate. My paper will mainly focus on how the problem has been identified 
and defined, and how the problem has reached the EU agenda. I will look at policy 
formulation, but, as I will explain in more detail later, I will not devote much attention to 
policy implementation and evaluation due to the relative newness of the implemented 
policies. In the following section, I will provide an overall understanding of the policy 
making process to lay the groundwork for explaining the EU’s situation. 
 
A. Problem Definition 
The first step in bringing an issue to the attention of a government or any policy 
making body is to identify and define the problem. Once the problem is fully understood, 
policy makers can have a clearer idea about what the situation is they need to address and 
then they can begin to think about the best ways to do so. An important distinction to 
remember is between problem definition and agenda setting. As explained by Janet Weiss: 
“Problem definition is concerned with the organization of a set of facts, beliefs and 
                                                
1 Volker Schneider and Frank Janning, Politikfeldanlyse: Akteure, Diskurse und Netzwerke in der öffentlichen 
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perceptions – how people think about circumstances. Agenda setting refers to the process by 
which some problems come to the public attention at given times and places.”2 Problem 
definition is an important step of the policy process because it determines how far the issue 
moves through the policy process. It is likely that the same problems may be understood in 
several different ways.3 Therefore, if some policy makers view an issue differently from how 
it was presented, then the issue may never go further in the policy process. 
 When putting the policy process into the EU context, various actors can define the 
problem. For example, member states may already be addressing a problem that the EU later 
decides to address. International actors also play a role in defining a problem, such as the 
United Nations (UN). The UN Millennium Development Goals are an example because the 
UN defined ten problems and goals to address these problems. As a participant of the UN, 
the EU accepted the UN’s definition and then placed the issues on their agenda. In addition 
to these actors involved in defining an issue at the EU level, all of the EU governing bodies 
and outside groups like NGOs and lobby groups must also be considered. With all of these 
actors, how a problem is defined and presented to the EU is important in order to garner 
enough support and attention to further it in the EU policy process. 
 
B. Agenda Setting 
 The next step is to put the problem on the government’s agenda and direct the 
attention of policy makers towards the topic. As defined by John Kingdon, the agenda is the 
                                                
2 David Dery, “Agenda Setting and Problem Definition,” Policy Studies 21:1 (2000): 37. 
 
3 Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, Agendas and Instability in American Politics (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 2009): 44. 
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“list of subjects or problems to which governmental officials, and people outside of 
government closely associated with those officials, are paying some serious attention at any 
given time.”4 By having an agenda, the topics up for discussion are narrowed and more focus 
can be placed on specific issues.5 This is important since politicians cannot devote their 
attention to every issue, but must pick and choose what they will work on and support, which 
is particularly true at the EU level where they are dealing with a wide range of issues.6  
 Another element of agenda setting is establishing the issue as a priority. Even though 
something may be on the agenda, if it is at the bottom, then it will likely never be discussed. 
It is important that an item can move up the agenda and become a higher priority.7 There are 
various contributing factors affecting where an issue lands on the agenda, but I will only 
briefly explain three. For example, crises can quickly shift the focus of policy makers and the 
general public, creating sudden and immense pressure for change.8 These events may also 
serve as early warnings or can cause a change in how a policy is defined.9 Windows of 
opportunity are created through these events, which provide policy makers with the 
opportunity to push their proposals through because the topic is at the top of the agenda.10 
These windows are not open long, but are a chance for policies to be approved and for action 
                                                
4 John Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (New York: Longman, 2003): 3. 
 
5 Ibid., 3-4. 
 
6 Schneider and Janning, Politikfeldanalyse, 53. 
 
7 Sebastian Princen, “Agenda-Setting in the European Union: a theoretical explanation and agenda for 
research,” Journal of European Public Policy 14:1 (2007): 28. 
 
8 Kingdon, Agendas, 16. 
 
9 Ibid., 94, 98. 
 
10 Ibid., 165. 
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to be taken.11 In addition to focusing events and policy windows, changes in the national 
mood or public opinion can cause items to move up or down the agenda. If politicians realize 
their supporters are more interested in other issues, then their focus will also change. Finally, 
policy specialists may gain more knowledge about a particular topic over time and create 
new policy proposals.12 This may make certain policies more affordable or more appealing 
than before.  
 In a European context, the official agenda setter is the European Commission. The 
Commission has the sole right to submit proposals; however, the European Parliament, the 
Council, and other EU institutions may ask the Commission to submit proposals on issues 
they deem to be important.13 For the EU agenda, it is critical that topics are framed in a way 
that highlights the necessity for action by all member states.14 Since there are many different 
actors, it makes it somewhat easier to put an item on the agenda because there is usually at 
least one person involved in EU decision-making that is interested and willing to support it; 
however, there still must be enough support for the issue to go further.15 Therefore, at the EU 
level, it is important that issues have a wide impact and an extensive range of support from 
EU decision-makers in order to make it a high priority. 
 
                                                
11 Ibid., 166. 
 
12 Ibid., 17. 
 
13 Princen, “Agenda-setting”, 23. 
 
14 Ibid., 32. 
 
15 Ibid., 33. 
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C. Policy Formulation, Implementation, Evaluation 
 After a problem has been identified and reached the agenda, policy makers begin to 
create the actual policies. In some situations, the issue may become a trend and in the case of 
the EU, other policy areas may start to pursue the same issue.16 Baumgartner and Jones 
described this type of policy diffusion with a logistic growth curve (S-shaped curve). With 
this idea, policies are slowly adopted, but then the rate of adoption increases for a period of 
time as others begin to implement similar polices. Once the saturation point is reached, 
policy adoption slows down.17 I argue this is occurring at the EU level with policies about 
demographic change, and I will discuss this in detail in a later section. 
 Following policy formulation, the policies are implemented and then the situation is 
evaluated at a later point. For EU directives and regulations, there is usually a specified 
period of time granted to member states to implement the new policies. Many of the policies 
about population ageing have been implemented or approved only within the last few years, 
making it difficult to provide an adequate evaluation, which is the main reason I will not be 
focusing on implementation and evaluation. After the policies have been evaluated, if there 
are still problems to be addressed, then the policy process restarts. If the policy makers are 
satisfied with the end result, then their focus will turn towards another issue.  
 Now that a theoretical foundation has been laid, I will use the policy process to 
explain and analyze how the topic of demographic change and population ageing has evolved 
over the past few decades. The next section will focus on providing a basic definition of the 
problem at hand and briefly describe how the problem has developed.  
                                                
16 Baumgartner and Jones, Agendas, 17. 
 
17 Ibid. 
 III. So What if the Population Ages? 
 Over the past decade, people have begun to hear more about population ageing, the 
declining fertility rate, and the decreasing size of the working population. But what does this 
mean exactly and why is it important? According to the EU and its member states, population 
ageing is a significant topic that needs to be addressed sooner rather than later. To explain 
why it is important and how the EU is addressing this issue, I will use the basic theoretical 
background laid out in the previous section. The first step in understanding this issue is to 
explain what the EU means when it says “demographic change” or “population ageing”, i.e. 
define the problem. In this section, I will focus on describing how demographic ageing is 
defined. Within the upcoming sections, I will break down this discussion to highlight how the 
problem has been redefined and evolved on the agenda. 
 
A. The Demographic Situation of Europe 
 Probably the most well known image representing demographic change is the age 
pyramid (see Figure 1). A traditional age pyramid, which represents the population 
distribution by age at a certain point in time, is widest at the bottom, less so in the middle, 
and begins to narrow at the top. Following World War II, the “baby-boomer” generation 
expanded the age pyramid; however, the dramatic increase in the fertility rate did not remain 
high once the baby-boomers reached childbearing age, creating a bulge in the pyramid. Over 
time, it became apparent that birth rates were declining and people were living longer. These 
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changes began to alter the EU’s age pyramid: “This evolution is reflected in the shape of the 
traditional population pyramid turning into a population column which, in the next century, 
could develop in a reverse, unstable and truncated pyramid.”18  
 
Figure 1. Age Pyramids of the EU-2719,20 
  
                                                
18 Communication COM(90) 80 on the elderly: Proposal for a Council Decision on Community Action for the 
Elderly, 24 April 1990, 2. 
 
19 “1st January population by sex and 5-year age groups,” Eurostat, accessed March 12, 2012, 
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=proj_10c2150p&lang=en. 
 
20 “Population on 1 January by five years age groups and sex,” Eurostat, accessed March 12, 2012, 
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_pjangroup&lang=en. 
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In 1978, a study was presented by the Directorate-General (DG) for Economic and 
Financial Affairs in response to a question from the Fourth Medium-Term Economic Policy 
Program of the Commission about the increase in young people nearing working age and 
what impact this may have on the labor market.21 This report noted, “A major demographic 
change will undoubtedly have far-reaching long-term effects on the economy.”22 Projections 
were also made for 1995 that natural population growth in the member states would be lower 
in the upcoming 20 years. It was projected that the number of people over the age of 65 
would increase by slightly more than three million.23 Already in 1978, projections were being 
                                                
21 Report II/528/77 from the European Commission Directorate-General for Economic and Financial Affairs on 
the economic implications of demographic change in the Community, 1975-1995, June 1978, 1a. 
 
22 Ibid. 
 
23 Ibid., 17. 
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made for 2050 predicting declines in the working age population and increases in the older 
population.24  
 Since these initial projections, further research has been done to predict the future 
outlook for the EU population. In 1994, the EU’s demographic report acknowledged it was 
likely that the population will decrease in the future.25 Five years later, in a communication 
about the future of sustainable pensions, EU officials viewed population ageing as having a 
negative impact on the European social model, and unless steps were taken, it could 
undermine the system.26 By 2009, the median age was 40.6 years, but by 2060, the median 
age was predicted to increase to 47.9 years. The population over the age of 60 had already 
begun to increase and was rising at a rate of two million each year.27 From the projections, it 
was predicted that in the next 50 years, those over the age of 65 in the EU will make up 30 
percent of the population (17.4 percent in 2009) and the majority of this growth will occur 
between 2020 and 2040.28 With the baby-boomer generation entering retirement, the EU’s 
age pyramid will become more top-heavy. 
But how has the EU defined this ageing problem to make it an area of concern? In the 
next section, I will look at the general definition of population ageing and how the EU has 
defined and framed the issue to make it a EU level concern. 
                                                
24 Ibid., 22. 
 
25 Report COM(94) 595 final by the Commission on the demographic situation of the European Union, 13 
December 1994, 1. 
 
26 Communication COM(2000) 622 from the Commission to the Council, to the European Parliament and to the 
Economic and Social Committee on the future evolution of social protection from a long-term point of view: 
Safe and Sustainable Pensions, 11 October 2000, 2. 
 
27 Report from the Commission and Eurostat, Demography Report 2010: Older, more numerous and diverse 
Europeans, March 2011, 2. 
 
28 Ibid., 66. 
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B. The EU’s Definition  
 The demographic challenge facing the EU involves a decline in the fertility rate, an 
increase in the older population, and a decrease in the working age population. From what 
has been presented, the degree of the situation’s severity has grown since 1978 and policy 
makers are realizing that action needs to be taken. Even though demographic change is an 
issue in itself, the topic had to be defined in such a way that it was high on the agenda and 
that it was apparent how wide ranging its impact would be.  
 When the issue of demographic change first arose, the labor market was the main area 
of concern. In the 1978 report, the fact that the economy and labor force would be greatly 
affected, particularly the change in the available labor force, was highlighted.29 Since this 
first report, labor force participation and the concern surrounding the decline in the working 
population have remained the main focus for the EU. With the ageing population, there is a 
crucial need to improve the working conditions for older workers, for example, by ending 
age discrimination in the labor market and making it easier for older workers to work longer 
if they want.30 If these changes are not made, then there are future negative economic 
consequences. In 2007, it was projected the annual growth rate in GDP for the EU-25 could 
fall due to ageing from 2.4 percent during 2004-2010 to 1.2 percent between 2030 and 
2050.31 This projection highlights the importance of maintaining older people in the labor 
market and the impact population ageing can have on the EU economy if ignored. 
                                                
29 Report II/528/77, 1a. 
 
30 European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, “Strategies for an Ageing 
Workforce: Conference Report,” Turku, 12-13 August 1999, 3. 
 
31 Opinion 2007/C 161/19 of the European Economic and Social Committee on The family and demographic 
change, 14 March 2007, 3.8. 
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Another area policy makers use to frame population ageing as an important issue is 
through the pension system. Europe is known for its social welfare policies, many of which 
are pay-as-you-go, which means current workers contribute to these systems and receive the 
benefits once they retire. With a decline in the working age population and an increase in 
pensioners, the system is becoming strained. Higher life expectancy is also adding to the 
strain, since more people are receiving pensions for a longer period of time. Therefore, policy 
makers are defining demographic change as a threat to the pension system, which helps place 
the topic high on the agenda since EU citizens are concerned about being able to receive the 
pension they believe they are entitled to. Similarly, health related policies are another area of 
focus because in order for older workers to work longer, they need to be healthy, and with 
more people living longer, there will be a greater need for improved healthcare services. It is 
important for the EU that member states are able to provide the necessary care for their older 
citizens, while not creating too much strain on their national budgets. These concerns about 
the impact of population ageing on two important aspects of the European social systems will 
keep this topic high on the agenda.  
In 1989, following a meeting about family policies, demographic change was 
characterized through a decline in the fertility rate and increase in life expectancy, which will 
increase the size of the older population. This meeting connected demographic change with 
family policies and the need to make it easier for women to work and raise children 
simultaneously.32 Since 1989, policies making it difficult for couples to have children and 
actively participate in the labor force have been seen as a cause of demographic change due 
to women feeling they have to choose one or the other. This topic is also related to gender 
                                                
32 Conclusions 89/C 277/02 of the Council and of the ministers responsible for family affairs meeting within the 
Council of 29 September 1989 regarding family policies, Paragraph 2. 
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equality and improving the female employment rate. Demographic change has been defined 
as a result of these former policies and highlights the even greater need for change. 
Overall, there are several different ways that policy makers can define demographic 
change to connect it with other policy areas of the EU. The labor market and economic sector 
have always been important elements of the EU and maintaining a large labor force will be 
difficult with a decline in the working population. Europe is known for its generous pension 
systems and quality healthcare, both of which are being jeopardized by population ageing 
since more demands will be placed on the systems. Finally, in order to help reverse 
population ageing, it is important that EU citizens are able to reconcile having a career and a 
family without having to choose one or the other. This means that insufficient and 
unsupportive family policies have a large impact on demographic change. To summarize, 
demographic change has been defined to illustrate its influence on multiple areas of EU 
policy, increasing its salience as a topic for debate.  
 IV. Something to Talk About 
In the previous section, I discussed how the EU views demographic change and how 
it has defined and framed the issue. The next step is to put the issue on the agenda as a high 
priority. For the EU, defining demographic change in terms of economic and labor market 
concerns helped focus more attention on the issue. Over time, mainly in the 21st century, 
different policy areas have placed population ageing on their agendas, such as the 
information and technology sector, and new definitions have redefined population ageing to 
include a wider range of EU organizations and outside groups. I have identified two different 
periods of the demographic debate in Europe: In this section, I will examine the demographic 
debate prior to 2000. Then, I will look at the debate during the 21st century. I will discuss 
how demographic change has appeared on the EU agenda and how the topic has evolved. 
 
A. Starting the Debate 
In 1978, a report was released by the European Commission on the economic 
implications of demographic change within the European Community. This report stated that 
a “major demographic change” would have long-term effects on the European economy and 
stressed the impact it would have on the labor market.33 It appears that the topic of 
demographic change was first brought to the attention of EU policy makers in this report; 
however, based on the projections, there was no immediate need expressed to address the 
                                                
33 Report II/528/77, 1a. 
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situation. The long-term predictions were made for 2050 and found there would be an 
increase in the older population to 18 percent (in 1975 it was 13 percent), but the working 
age population would also increase to 64 percent (63 percent in 1975).34 With this report, 
policy makers became aware of a possible new population structure and what it could mean 
for the EU, but the report did not seem to view the change as a reason for concern. Since the 
numbers in which the projections were based on were relatively high, the projections did not 
paint a picture of significant changes in the future population, which most likely contributed 
to the fact that a sense of urgency or pressure on policy makers to act did not arise. 
In 1983, the UN put ageing on its agenda with the Vienna International Plan of 
Action on Aging. This action plan emphasized several different aspects that needed to be 
addressed to tackle population ageing, such as improving the labor situation of older people, 
providing better opportunities for continued education, and removing stereotypes about older 
people from society.35,36 Even though EU member states are also UN members, the influence 
of the international agenda was not strong enough to further the awareness and acceptance by 
the EU to start tackling this future reality. A report five years later by the EU on the 
economic situation in the European Community briefly mentioned population ageing by 
stating that an increase in the female employment rate may help offset the effects of this 
ageing; however, this report did not go further.37 The need to increase women’s employment, 
                                                
34 Ibid., 22. 
 
35 United Nations World Assembly on Aging, Vienna International Plan of Action on Aging, held in Vienna 
from 26 July to 6 August 1982, III.A.1.31h. 
 
36 Ibid., III.A.3.g 
 
37 Council Decision (88/655/EEC) adopting the annual report on the economic situation in the Community and 
laying down economic policy guidelines for 1989 of 21 December 1988, B.3. 
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as well as improve family policies to increase the fertility rate, was highlighted again in 
1989.38  
By 1990, however, the discussion regarding the older population began to rise on the 
agenda. The Commission released a communication specifically focused on community 
action for the elderly, which acknowledged the change in the shape of the EU age pyramid 
and the implications it will have in the future.39 In this communication, the main focus was 
the strengths of older people, along with the need to direct more attention on this group 
instead of disregarding and not valuing them as active citizens. To achieve this, the 
communication proposed that 1993 be the European Year of the Elderly and of Solidarity 
between Generations and created three objectives to be achieved from 1991 to 1993.40 The 
objectives were to contribute to the creation of “preventative strategies to meet the economic 
and social challenges of an ageing population”, find ways to strengthen the relationship 
between the generations and better integrate the elderly, and finally, highlight and develop a 
more positive image of the elderly to the Community.41 By the end of the EY1993, it seemed 
unclear as to whether or not a great deal of progress was made in raising awareness or 
improving the elderly’s situation. The document marking the end of the EY1993 emphasized 
the areas that member states need to focus on to improve the situation of the elderly in their 
                                                
38 Conclusions (89/C 277/02) of the Council and of the ministers responsible for family affairs meeting within 
the Council of 29 September 1989 regarding family policies.31 October 1989. 
 
39 Communication COM(90) 80 on the Elderly, 2. 
 
40 Ibid., 16. 
 
41 Ibid., 22. 
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countries.42 Based on this document, the success of the EU in achieving the objectives of the 
year is unclear since there was not a large focus on improvements made at the EU level.  
This focus on the member states was confirmed in the EY1993 evaluation report 
released in 1995. At the European level, the EU’s main achievement was acting as a platform 
for member states to come together and share information about policies for older people.43 
Another accomplishment was the Council resolution to promote flexible retirement ages, 
which emphasized the need to provide older workers with the opportunity to work longer if 
they wanted.44 The evaluation report also stressed the need for work to continue in the area of 
labor and the need for increased involvement by employer organizations and labor 
ministries.45 Looking at this report, it appears population ageing was finally established on 
the agenda, but its position and level of importance was in flux for some time. The impact of 
demographic change on the labor market seemed to attract the most attention with policies 
focusing on improving older workers’ employment opportunities and ending age 
discrimination. If not before, the EY1993 appeared to put demographic change on the 
agendas of the member states, a positive development, but major activity at the EU level still 
appeared minimal.  
When looking at the level of public concern or interest in demographic change, it 
does not appear it was truly present or at a meaningful level. A 1993 Eurobarometer survey 
                                                
42 Declaration (93/C 343/01) of Principles of the Council of the European Union and the Ministers for Social 
Affairs to mark the end of the European Year of the elderly and of solidarity between generations, 6 December 
1993, articles 9-12. 
 
43 Proposal COM(95) 53 final 2 for a Council decision on Community Support for Actions in favor of Older 
People: Community actions for older people 1991-1993 including the European Year of Older People and 
Solidarity between Generations Evaluation Report 1994, 5 April 1995, 4. 
 
44 Resolution (93/C 188/01) of the Council on flexible retirement arrangements, 30 June 1993. 
 
45 COM(95) 53 final 2, 42. 
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conducted about age and attitudes displayed some of the areas where improvements needed 
to be made. For example, a number of respondents believed that older workers are 
discriminated against in the labor market and they favored government action to put a stop to 
such behavior.46 There was also a majority of people that did not think their governments did 
enough for older people.47 Through this survey, it appears that some issues related to ageing 
were a concern of EU citizens and they did want their governments to take action, however, 
it is difficult to say how pressing these issues truly were. Based on the EU’s actions and their 
focus of making improvements in the member states, it does not appear as if the EU public 
was very concerned, at least not at a supranational level, and was most likely not creating a 
large amount, if any, pressure on the EU to act.   
As the decade wore on, there was an increase in the level of attention demographic 
change received. Multiple reports on the EU’s demographic situation were released (1994, 
1995, 1998), all of which placed most of the focus on the need to address older workers’ 
employment rates. During the Finish Presidency in 1999, a conference was held in Turku, 
Finland to discuss strategies for an ageing workforce. Similar to earlier rhetoric, participants, 
who included policy makers from the EU and the member states, discussed the need to 
improve employment policies, especially ending early retirement policies.48 The need to 
retain older workers in the labor force was stressed because their continued early exit would 
put more pressure on the pension system since more people would be relying on the financial 
benefits longer. This point was also highlighted in the Communication Towards a Europe for 
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All Ages from 1999, in addition to the need to prevent the exclusion of older people from the 
labor market and society.49 Like the previous documents, this communication focused 
heavily on employment and the labor market. Few other areas of concern were mentioned 
and discussed in as much detail.  
There was one opinion released by the Committee of the Regions that included a call 
for more research in the area of population ageing to discover how to resolve the problems 
facing the EU.50 The opinion had three areas the Committee believed should receive special 
attention, which included the ageing population. It argued that further research in this area is 
important to help address age-related illnesses and to improve the impact ageing will have on 
the healthcare budget. However, this area of research, along with information and 
communication technology (ICT), is not addressed until later in the 21st century. Healthcare 
policies were briefly mentioned, mainly in the context of finding cost effective and 
appropriate care services for the older population.51 Otherwise, demographic change 
appeared on the agenda mainly as a labor market concern. 
By looking at how the discussion surrounding demographic change developed, it is 
evident that by the end of the 1990s, there was still much to be done. The topic had a solid 
place on the EU agenda as a concern for the labor market. I found there were no major 
policies created during this time besides the resolution for establishing flexible retirement in 
the member states. The majority of the discussion revolved around what member states 
                                                
49 Communication COM(1999) 221 from the Commission on Towards a Europe for All Ages: Promoting 
Prosperity and Intergenerational Solidarity, 12 May 1999, 10-12. 
 
50 Opinion CdR 158/97 final of the Committee of Regions on the Proposal for a European Parliament and 
Council Decision concerning the Fifth Framework Programme of the European Community for research, 
technological development and demonstration activities (1998-2002), 15 December 1997, 3.3.3.2. 
 
51 European Symposium, “Towards a society for all ages: Employment, Health, Pensions and Intergenerational 
Solidarity Conference Paper,” Vienna, 12 October 1998, 29. 
 21 
needed to do at the national level and it was more about ensuring that population ageing was 
or remained the focus of the national agendas, which for many countries was already true. 
During this initial phase, policies were formulated at the national level and it was the EU’s 
role to bring this topic to the European level and create a platform for member states to come 
together to address a common problem.  
 
 V. Picking Up the Pace 
 Once demographic change and population ageing were firmly established on the EU 
agenda, the question arose as to whether this would mean anything and if serious action 
would be taken to address the situation. By the end of the 1990s, more attention was being 
placed on demographic change. The projections presented in the 1997 demography report 
predicted that in the next twenty years (1997-2017), the number of 20- to 29-year-olds would 
decrease by eleven million and the number of those between the ages of 50 and 64 would 
increase by 16.5 million.52 It was evident the population was changing and the window of 
time to act before it would be too late was closing. In this section, I will divide the 
demographic debate of the 21st century into the different areas of focus, since over the past 
twelve years, more policy makers have begun to notice how wide ranging the impact of 
demographic change is. 
 
A. Redefining Ageing 
 One important aspect of the discussion surrounding demographic change within the 
past decade is the focus on active ageing. This concept began to appear at the beginning of 
the 21st century and was defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) in 2002 as “the 
process of optimizing opportunities for health, participation and security in order to enhance 
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quality of life as people age.”53 The WHO definition takes the approach of ageing as a life-
cycle process that should not only focus on the older population, but also include other 
generations to improve the overall ageing process. It also recognizes the need to offer equal 
opportunities for people in all aspects of life.54 Following the UN’s Second World Assembly 
on Ageing establishing the Madrid International Plan of Action on Ageing (MIPAA), in 
2002, the EU issued a response supporting the goals outlined in the MIPAA and supported 
the idea that ageing policies should have a “broad life-course and society-wide approach.”55 
 Over the past decade, the EU has continued with this approach of active ageing by 
involving other policy areas in tackling demographic change. Instead of solely concentrating 
on employment, as was the case prior to 2000, the issue has grown to include ICT, family 
related policies, and the need to strengthen intergenerational solidarity, as well as the need to 
focus more on sustainable pensions. There is also recognition of the need to improve the 
availability of training programs to enable older workers to remain active and competitive in 
the work environment. This policy approach addresses ageing from many different angles 
and does not consider it only a labor market problem; in addition, instead of only 
concentrating on the years right before retirement, the idea is now that the policy focus also 
involves both the entire working career and the time spent in retirement. In this section, I will 
look at the different areas that address population ageing and will examine whether these 
policies uphold the idea of active ageing in the EU. 
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B. Jobs, Jobs, Jobs 
At the start of the 21st century, the stage was set to address population change by 
tackling weaknesses in the labor market. The Lisbon Strategy created at the Lisbon European 
Council in 2000 agreed to set new goals to “strengthen employment, economic reform and 
social cohesion”, including efforts to modernize the European Social Model through 
investing in people and creating an active welfare state.56 To keep up with changing 
technology, the need to place more emphasis on lifelong learning was highlighted because it 
allows workers to adapt to changes in the workplace or find a new job later in life.57 These 
goals were followed up at the Stockholm European Council in 2001, which set targets for the 
2010 employment rate; specifically, one target was set to increase the average EU 
employment rate of older men and women (55-64 years old) to 50 percent by 2010.58 As the 
presidency conclusions stated: “The ageing society calls for clear strategies for ensuring the 
adequacy of pension systems as well as of healthcare systems and care of the elderly, while 
at the same time maintaining sustainability of public finances and intergenerational 
solidarity.”59 With this recognition of the situation at hand, these Council meetings laid the 
foundation for the EU to address population ageing and improve the opportunities for older 
people to remain active in the labor force.  
Once the goals were set for the decade, it was a matter of addressing how the 
employment goals were going to be met. In 2001, the EU Employment and Social Policy for 
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1999 to 2001 mentioned both goals established in Lisbon and Stockholm. To address the 
need for higher employment rates of older people, the policy highlighted the need for 
creating active ageing policies and changing how older workers are viewed to increase their 
employment rate, which will in turn help reach the Stockholm targets. Member states were 
encouraged to work towards providing the opportunities for older workers to receive training 
to help them maintain their working capacity, in addition to providing more flexible working 
arrangements.60 The momentum to find ways to ensure that these employment goals were 
reached continued in January 2002 with the report, Increasing labour [sic] force 
participation and promoting active ageing. This Commission report outlined the aims for the 
EU to reach these targets: ensure the current and future working generations remain active as 
they age; increase the number of those capable of working, but presently inactive, to enter the 
work force for a lasting basis; and, finally, maintain the participation of today’s older 
workers.61 Also, the importance of making jobs and the working environment attractive and 
friendly enough to workers, particularly older workers, to want to remain in the labor market 
was stressed.62 Improving the overall work experience and allowing workers to participate in 
training programs are critical aspects of active ageing and make it possible for older workers 
to stay active longer. 
These ideas were reconfirmed in March 2002 in the EU’s response to the World 
Assembly on Ageing, which stated: “Core active ageing practices include life long learning, 
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working longer, retiring later and more gradually, being active after retirement and engaging 
in capacity enhancing and health sustaining activities.”63 The communication went on to 
stress the importance of taking full advantage of the older work force and creating policies 
that motivate older workers to use this opportunity of having a better position in the labor 
market.64 One of the key challenges mentioned was working towards “securing a sufficient 
labor force to provide for a growing population of retired people.”65 This entails creating an 
environment that allows people to be economically active as long as they want, which is one 
of the main ideas behind the labor policies addressing demographic change.  
These basic ideas for promoting a more active, older, working population by 
improving working environments, bettering chances of being employed, and increasing the 
availability of training programs were reiterated by the EU in the majority of the discussions 
about the labor market and demographic change.66 Not only was maintaining older workers 
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in the labor market longer an important aspect of reaching the employment rate targets, but it 
was also crucial that policies providing the option for early retirement come to an end. This 
important policy change was mentioned at the end of the 1990s, but continued to be a critical 
area for policy change in the 2000s.  
In 2000, a communication from the Commission on safe and sustainable pensions 
discussed the importance of reaching the employment targets and achieving full employment 
potential to help maintain the pension system. One important aspect is putting an end to the 
premature exit of older workers from the labor force: “Today in most Member States the 
effective retirement age is well below the normal eligibility age in statutory pension 
schemes.”67 Prolonged support of early retirement only leads to more pressure on the pension 
systems to support more people longer and it decreases the size of the working population 
even more. The end of early retirement has continually been stressed as one of the main ways 
of improving the employment rate of older workers. In the Presidency Conclusions from the 
2002 Barcelona European Council, the Spanish Presidency noted the need to increase the 
participation of older people in the labor force and to do this, efforts to support active ageing 
should include reducing early retirement.68 This call on the member states to reduce early 
retirement has continued throughout the 2000s in the effort of reaching the Stockholm 
employment rate targets and providing older workers the opportunity to lead an active life.69 
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 At the end of 2010, the Stockholm goal for older people’s employment had not been 
met. The employment rate had increased by 8.6 percent between 2000 and 2010, but fell 
short of the 50 percent target at only 46.3 percent.70 In 2010, new employment targets were 
set as part of the Europe 2020 strategy. Instead of creating a new target employment rate 
specifically for older workers, a general employment rate of 75 percent for those between the 
ages of 20 and 64 was set for 2020.71 This new goal may help to improve the employment 
rate of older people, but the risk is that less focus will be placed on older workers since there 
is no specific goal in mind. 
This new employment rate goal continues to focus on improving employment in the 
EU. Many of the same ideas and measures from the first decade are reiterated in EU policy 
documents in 2011. There is still the need to improve the employment rate of older people 
and continue to try and reduce options for early retirement.72 Additionally, in 2011, active 
ageing became a major topic of discussion as the EU prepared for the EY2012. By having 
this EY2012, one of the main goals is to improve the working conditions for older people. 
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Like much of the previously mentioned EU documents, the EY2012 aims for all member 
states to adopt active ageing policies by “integrating the rights and needs of older persons 
into their national economic and social policies and by promoting a society for all ages.”73 
With this year and the new employment goals, the EU has laid out its plan to tackle 
demographic change in the labor market more intensely in the new decade. 
 
 C. Everyone Wants a Pension 
 Like labor market concerns, the maintenance of the pension system is another critical 
concern of the EU and its citizens. When the talk about the ageing population began, fears of 
not being able to sustain the pension system due to an increase in pensioners and a decrease 
in contributors were already surfacing. These concerns only continued into the 21st century as 
the reality of the situation was becoming clearer and it was recognized that pension systems 
needed to be reformed in order to maintain the system. In 2000, a communication was 
released about the future of sustainable pensions. Due to population ageing, it was projected 
states would spend around 15 to 20 percent of their GDP on state pension schemes in 2030 if 
no changes were made to the systems. This would require working generations to contribute 
more to the system. The report stressed the need for member states to reform their pension 
systems so they are “mutually supportive and more conducive to the promotion of economic 
growth and social cohesion.”74 Due to the ageing of the baby-boomer generation and their 
entrance into retirement, the old-age dependency ratio was predicted to rise over the next 30 
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to 40 years; it was projected that by 2050, the ratio of working-age people per pensioner 
would be 1.8 at the EU level, which is down from 3.8 in 2000.75 With these figures, it was 
clear reforms needed to be made in order for member states to be able to provide a pension 
for retirees and maintain solidarity between the working and retired generations. 
 The following year at the Göteborg European Council during the Swedish Presidency, 
the Council supported three broad principles that would help secure the sustainability of the 
pension systems in the future. These included “safeguarding the capacity of systems to meet 
their social objectives, maintaining their financial stability and meeting changing societal 
needs.”76 At the Barcelona European Council one year later, the European Council called for 
a faster reform of the pension system to safeguard the financial sustainability of the systems 
and their ability to meet their social objectives.77 If the discussion of the need to reform 
pension systems at these two European Council meetings was not a clear sign that population 
ageing and its effect on the pension system was an important topic on the agenda, then the 
communication released a month after the Göteborg meeting spelled it out: “The 
modernization of pension systems is…high on the political agenda in all Member States. 
National policy makers…remain responsible for pension systems and have to prepare for the 
impact of ageing on their pension systems while continuing the adaptation of these systems 
to reflect societal change.”78 This push for member states to reform their pension systems to 
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ensure they account for sustainability and the changing population structure continued 
throughout the decade.79 
 The EU does appear to have taken a slightly more active role in encouraging and 
supporting member states in their effort to make reforms. Following a Council meeting on 
financial and economic affairs in 2006, the Council recognized that member states had made 
reforms to their pension systems, which were having positive impacts; however, the Council 
stated the scale of the reforms were still insufficient.80 In the 2009 communication about 
dealing with the effects of an ageing population, the Commission addressed the area of 
funded pensions and their intent to “work with the Council and the Member States to identify 
lessons for scheme design, regulatory frameworks regarding insolvency protection, and target 
beneficiaries in order to secure adequate and sustainable private pension provision in 
Member States.”81 This type of cooperation is recognized as necessary and beneficial to 
allow ideas to be developed and exchanged among policy makers at all levels, and this 
recognition was restated in the Green Paper on sustainable and safe pensions in 2010. In 
2011, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) released an opinion on the 
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future of the labor market in the EU and addressed how they viewed some of the pension 
related reforms that have occurred. The EESC argued that funded pension schemes are not an 
“appropriate response to an ageing society” and actually increase costs.82  
 The impact of population ageing on pension systems has helped put demographic 
change high on the agenda due to the importance of maintaining the European social welfare 
system. Policy makers understand how critical it is that retirees receive their pension and it is 
necessary that a balanced relationship between those contributing to the system and those 
taking from the system be maintained. It is apparent that this issue is now high on the agenda 
and that policy makers at all levels are working towards addressing the issue to ensure that 
retirees will be able to receive a pension, even once the number of contributors declines. By 
providing retirees with a pension, they are able to lead a more active and comfortable 
lifestyle as they age, which contributes to older people having a healthy life and being able to 
participate in society, thereby promoting active ageing.   
 
D. Being Healthy in Old Age 
 The main idea of active ageing is to provide equal opportunity and equal treatment in 
all aspects of life as a person ages; it is about making suitable protection, security, and care 
available when someone needs them.83 Improvements in the labor market are providing more 
equal opportunities for older workers, reforms to the pension systems create a more 
sustainable system that can provide financial security for retirees, and, as I will discuss in this 
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section, the promotion of healthy ageing and better care for the older generations is also 
being discussed. 
 Prior to 2000, healthcare policies and an emphasis on improving the health systems to 
provide the necessary care for the increasing older generations were not overly stressed or 
high on the agenda. By 2002, however, the agenda began to include the need to promote 
healthy ageing beginning with instituting health policies and practices supporting well-being 
throughout life. The increase in the older population and the longer life expectancy created 
the necessity to address how to provide “full access to high-quality services for all while 
ensuring the financial sustainability of these services.”84 By providing better healthcare and 
promoting a healthy lifestyle, older generations are able to stay active longer and may 
experience fewer health problems, both of which contribute to longer participation in the 
labor force and the reduced need for more social welfare to help cover their medical needs. 
 The impact of the ageing population on the health system had been recognized and in 
2006, projections estimated that public spending on healthcare would rise by 1.5 percent of 
GDP and long-term care public spending would rise somewhere between 0.5 and 1 percent of 
GDP on average in the EU-25.85 In order to try and reduce the economic impact of 
population ageing, the Commission stressed the importance of improving the cost-
effectiveness of long-term care options.86 To help achieve this, the EESC recommended that 
the EU create a scoreboard to keep track of how healthcare systems integrate prevention and 
health promotion, and the EU should compare the goals of the healthcare systems in the 
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member states.87 More emphasis was placed on prevention, as well as the need for good 
medical and personal care that will enable older people to live independently longer.88 
Additional projections made in 2010 showed that if future increases in life expectancy were 
due to good health and fewer people experiencing disabilities, then it was likely that the rise 
in healthcare spending due to the ageing population would be halved.89 In the 7th Framework 
Program for research and development, 6.5 billion euros were allocated for “improving 
health over the life cycle and, in particular, to resolving the specific health problems of older 
people.”90 
 It was quickly recognized that healthy ageing would be a key factor in improving the 
ageing process and to help prevent an increased strain on the healthcare system. Policy 
makers understood they would need to improve the healthcare system so that it was better 
prepared to handle the health needs of older people and able to provide more long-term care 
services. In 2011, the first meeting of the European Innovation Partnership on Active and 
Healthy Ageing met and set a goal to increase the number of healthy life years by two by 
2020.91 This target highlights the new policy approach of healthy and active ageing, with the 
emphasis on more preventative measures to improve the lives of older generations, while 
simultaneously addressing how to prevent the healthcare systems from being overburdened. 
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E. Entering the Digital Age 
 From the previous sections, it is clear the EU has been working to address population 
ageing in a variety of areas, all with close connections. In the new age of technology, it is 
important that employees are familiar with the technology used in the workplace. To ensure 
that older workers are able to remain competitive in the labor market, the EU has supported 
the development of (re)training programs that will keep the working age population up to 
date with workplace change. In 2001, the Commission stressed the necessity of having a 
“digital literacy” in order to be employable and adaptable. The Commission also made a call 
in the 2001 employment guidelines on social partners to work towards providing every 
worker a chance to obtain “information society literacy” by 2003.92 Now that technology in 
the workplace had been addressed, policy makers are beginning to see the importance of 
technology in other aspects of life and more attention has been placed on using technology to 
address demographic change in other areas, such as assisted living. 
 In 2007, the EU announced that they, along with member states and the private sector, 
would invest one billion euros between 2007 and 2013 in research and innovation for ageing 
well. This money would be divided between different programs with around 600 million 
euros allocated for the ambient assisted living program (AAL) and 400 million euros for the 
EU’s latest research framework program.93 The announcement of this long-term investment 
by the EU was related to the European Action Plan, Ageing Well in the Information Society, 
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which acknowledged the importance of ICT in improving the quality of life for older 
generations and helping them stay healthy and independent. There were three areas of focus 
laid out in the action plan: ageing well at work, ageing well in the community, and ageing 
well at home.94 The action plan acknowledged the lack of attention usually given to older 
people and the need to make digital devices more accessible and user-friendly for older 
generations.95 With this action plan, the Commission seeks to raise awareness about the 
potential of ICT in improving the lives for the ageing population and also wants to work to 
make it easier for businesses to work together to share and implement their ideas so they are 
accessible and beneficial to the European public.96 
 One of the programs that received a substantial amount of funding from the EU was 
AAL. This program uses technology to create intelligent products and provide remote 
services, such as care services, that allow older people to live in their homes longer. These 
intelligent products and remote services provide the necessary assistance for older people so 
they can maintain their autonomy and live in an environment they are familiar and 
comfortable with.97 For example, the program Rosetta is for individuals suffering from 
dementia and/or Parkinson’s disease. This project incorporates ICT through the use of smart 
cameras to monitor users’ activities; an early detection system notices changes in long-term 
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conditions; and user have a touchscreen that provides daily reminders.98 By providing 
services like this, older people are able to have more input in how they live out the rest of 
their lives. They are also able to participate in the information society and take advantage of 
the type of technology that makes life easier.  
 ICT can also increase the efficiency and quality of healthcare through increasing early 
patient release and having remote monitoring systems in place.99 There are a number of 
benefits for the EU and for older people by developing and promoting ICT, and the EU has 
recognized this fact. To make this possible, the EU action plan includes raising awareness 
about the benefits of ICT, removing technological and regulatory barriers to make 
development and production easier, and supporting the exchange of best practice between 
member states.100 The area of ICT has proven that it is working hard to follow through with 
its action plan and make sure it is successful. For example, since 2007, eleven large pilot 
projects related to ICT and ageing have begun, which involved more than 40 European 
regions, and more than 30 research and development projects related to ageing have started 
under Framework Programs 6 and 7.101 This is clearly one area where population ageing is 
high on the agenda and they are working hard to make sure older people age actively. 
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F. Keeping the Peace 
 When looking at population ageing, it is necessary to not focus just on the older 
generations. Since the working age population is decreasing, which means fewer contributors 
to the pension system, and the number of people receiving pensions is increasing, it is 
important to consider the younger generations and to work towards maintaining a positive 
relationship between the different generations. The concept of intergenerational solidarity is 
just that: it “refers to the mutual support and cooperation between different age groups in 
order to achieve a society where people of all ages have a role to play in line with their needs 
and capacities, and can benefit from their community’s economic and social progress on an 
equal basis.”102 This idea usually goes hand-in-hand with demographic change and 
commonly appears on the agenda alongside population ageing. 
  An important aspect of intergenerational solidarity is family policy since families are 
one of the main ways different generations interact. Addressing demographic change through 
family policies involves creating policies that make it easier to reconcile work life with 
family life. In 2009, a directive was proposed by the Council to change the framework 
agreement on parental leave, which would result in an increase in the length of parental leave 
and make the time non-transferable, in hopes that fathers will be more willing to use their 
parental leave.103 As part of the EY2012, the promotion of work-life balance policies is 
mentioned as one of the areas that national and local policy makers can improve. This 
includes creating policies that support more shared responsibility of care between men, 
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women, and society.104 The majority of family policies initially focused on creating a more 
supportive environment for families that allow women and men to work and raise a family 
simultaneously without having to sacrifice one for the other.  
During the German EU presidency in 2007, efforts were made to promote 
coordinated policies that would offset the fall in the fertility rate with the increase in the older 
population.105 It was recognized that families are important care providers for young and old 
generations, and therefore, it is necessary to provide sufficient support and recognition, 
particularly through economic support, for providing care for family members in need of 
assistance.106 This includes developing the option for a more flexible life cycle, which takes 
into account the possibility for career-breaks to raise children or care for older family 
members.107 Additional EU documents, however, have not included the same emphasis since 
2007, but reconciliation between work and family life still remains a central topic.  
 
G. Summary 
After looking over the EU documents discussing population ageing during the 21st 
century, it is apparent demographic change has risen on the EU agenda and become a focus 
of policy making. There are likely more areas where demographic change is considered in 
policy making, such as gender equality, but due to the constraints of this paper, I was not able 
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to explore every policy field. The labor market, pension system, and healthcare system are 
the major policy areas that were focused on throughout the demographic discussion. ICT, 
intergenerational solidarity, and family policies are additional policy areas that discussed 
population ageing fairly often. In the next section, I will provide an analysis of how this 
discussion has developed and moved through the policy process. I will also evaluate the 
policies and explain why I argue the EU has only truly begun to address this issue within the 
past few years. 
 VI. Making Sense of It All 
The number of policies addressing demographic change over the past three decades 
has greatly increased. Projections today illustrate the need for action by member states and 
the EU to continue to try and make reforms to prevent population ageing from having a 
significant and negative impact on multiple EU areas, such as the labor market and on the 
national pension systems. But what does the future hold for the EU? Are these policies going 
to be enough to reduce the effects of demographic change? Is having the EY2012 an 
effective way to raise awareness and make necessary reforms? In this section, I will review 
how demographic change has advanced through the policy process and then provide an 
analysis of what the future may hold for the EU. 
 
A. A Few More Stages to Complete 
As stated in the introduction, the main idea of this paper is to explain the debate about 
demographic change using the five-step policy process. The first step is problem definition, 
which the EU has done. They have recognized the changing European population as the 
problem, which includes a decrease in fertility rate, a shrinking working age population, and 
the entrance of the baby-boomer generation into retirement, resulting in an increasing older 
population. This is the basic definition, but in order to put this topic on the EU agenda, it has 
typically not been framed solely in demographic terms, but as a threat to other policy areas, 
for example referring to its impact on the labor market or the national pension systems.  
 42 
When the EU originally mentioned demographic change, there did not appear to be a 
wide response by policy makers to take action. It took time for the topic to rise on the agenda 
and, I would argue, it finally found a relatively high spot on the agenda by the 1990s with the 
communication that called for community action for the elderly. This communication 
proposed the EY1993 and for the first half of the 90s, more attention was given to the ageing 
population. By the end of the century, EU projections about the future structure of the 
population presented a situation that would create some major challenges for the EU unless 
action was taken to address them beforehand. In the first decade of the 21st century, a 
significant amount of attention was placed on addressing demographic change and it was 
now on the agendas of multiple policy fields, from labor market to ICT.  
There was no focusing event that triggered the discussion about demographic change. 
Instead, it has been a gradual process of policy makers realizing the severity of the problem if 
they continued to ignore it. When the first projections were made in 1978, they were based 
on the long term assumption that the official retirement ages would decrease to age 60 for 
males and it was projected that the older population would only increase by four percent by 
2050 (from 13.3 percent in 1978 to 17.7 percent in 2050).108 These projections did not 
indicate that the population dynamics in the future would be drastically different from the 
1970s. Over time, member states began to take action to address the problems in their own 
countries, but this was also a slow process: “It must be said that until the Treaty of Nice, 
Member States were relatively silent on this issue despite the fact that, for two decades, 
demographers had been trying to draw the attention of politicians to the impending 
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‘demographic winter’ and the difficulties it would create.”109 Since it took politicians so long 
to take notice of the situation, the EESC criticized the slow response even though warnings 
were given much earlier, stating in 2007, the EU is “now faced with a full-scale demographic 
crisis.”110 Even though it took policy makers some time to truly address the situation, by the 
end of the 2000s, it can be said that action was being taken and demographic change was 
high on the agenda. 
When it comes to policy formation, the third step, I find this is still a work in 
progress. Demographic change is affecting all of the EU in some way, making it an 
appropriate subject for the EU to address; however, the major policy areas where reforms 
need to be made are mainly under the jurisdiction of member states. Therefore, the EU is 
limited in the types of policies it can implement to address demographic change. The 
majority of EU documents addressing this problem stress the need for member states to take 
action and make reforms in their national systems, but the EU has not implemented a large 
amount of legislation on this issue.  
Baumgartner and Jones’ idea of policy diffusion being described as an S-shaped 
curve is appropriate for this situation.111 The EU and its member states began to take notice 
of the situation a while ago, but policy adoption was rather slow. Eventually, as member 
states began to make more reforms and EU policy makers began to take notice of the 
situation and see the positive effects of the member states’ reforms, policy adoption at the EU 
level began to rise. The saturation point has not been reached yet, but once member states 
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feel they have made sufficient reforms and the EU no longer sees the same level of concern, 
then policy formulation and adoption may begin to fall. At this point in time, I do not see the 
saturation point being reached anytime soon.  
Since policies are still rather new and the majority has been recently implemented, it 
is difficult to evaluate how successful the policies have been. It will take time for this issue to 
be fully addressed by the EU and to know if the policies were effective in curbing the 
negative effects of population ageing. For now, I will move on to discuss the future of the 
debate surrounding demographic change. 
 
B. What Lies Ahead 
 In 2007, the then EU Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 
Opportunities, Vladimír Špidla, believed the EU had a “window of opportunity over the next 
ten years” to create appropriate policies to address the future demographic situation.112 If this 
is true, then there are still five years for the EU to act and to prevent population ageing from 
having a significant impact. Whether this is true remains to be seen, but it will be interesting 
to see how this debate continues to develop. During the 21st century, this topic has been 
publicized and has been reported on by national news outlets, but it is important to also 
consider how the public will react to these reforms being made and whether or not the EU 
can be successful in improving the employment of older workers if employers still believe 
stereotypes of older people to be true. 
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 Recently, the results of a special Eurobarometer survey on active ageing were 
released. The findings from the survey show that EU citizens are aware of population ageing; 
however, the majority is not concerned about it, with only four in ten respondents expressing 
concern.113 With such a low level of concern in the population, it may be difficult for policy 
makers to receive public support for their policies, especially those that raise the retirement 
age or affect individual’s pensions, because people will not understand the need for these 
changes and may view them as unfair. When asked about whether they agree or disagree that 
the official age of retirement will need to be increased by 2030, the majority of respondents 
disagreed.114 By not understanding the demographic situation and not wanting to work 
longer, most EU citizens may not support policies that will directly affect them in a negative 
way. According to an official at the DG for Employment and Social Affairs, there are 
concerns about an increase in the official retirement age, but more of citizens’ concerns are 
whether they will be able to remain in the labor market longer, either due to health reasons or 
challenges posed by a weak labor market.115 Throughout the EY2012 and in the future, it will 
be important to educate the public about demographic change so they can understand the 
reason behind these policy changes and understand how these changes directly affect them. 
 Another important aspect to achieve successful outcomes in improving older workers’ 
employment rates is to change the stereotypes about older people. Usually people think older 
workers are slow, inefficient, and bad with technology, contributing to the challenges they 
may face when trying to retain their job or find a new job. Even though the EU and its 
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member states want to work towards increasing the employment rate of older workers, if 
employers still view them as inefficient and slow, how can progress be made? One response 
by an employee at the DG of Employment and Social Affairs stated this was one of the main 
areas of focus for the DG and they are working to try and combat the stereotypes to educate 
society to understand that older people are not a burden, but are a resource and contribution 
to society.116 When looking at the findings of the recent Eurobarometer survey, most people 
see older people as playing a major role in society and most believe older people are 
perceived positively in their country.117 This is an important finding and for the future, it will 
be critical for the EU to continue to emphasize that older people are a resource and will be 
needed to help maintain the social welfare systems. 
 Lastly, the most recent event that may hinder the continued development of active 
ageing policies is the current EU economic crisis. This event is a perfect example of a crisis 
that jumped to the top of the agenda due to the need for an immediate response and pushed 
other issues down the agenda. During this time, it will be important for the EU to maintain 
the engagement of policy makers at the supranational and national levels.118 It will be 
difficult to promote the employment of older workers and meet general employment rate 
goals due to the weakening of the labor market and the increased challenges to finding or 
maintaining a job.119 One positive result that may arise from the financial crisis, as seen by an 
employee of the DG of Information Society and Media, is that researchers may begin to turn 
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towards more cost-effective solutions. It is important for ICT that researchers and developers 
are not always focused on the money, but that it is more about the solutions and finding new 
ways to collaborate for the sake of finding better solutions for the consumer.120 What it clear 
is that EU policy makers will need to continue to work to make sure attention is placed on the 
EY2012 and work is done to further active ageing policies throughout the EU.  
 
                                                
120 Interviewee 3, interviewed by Emily Lines, 29 November 2011, Brussels. 
 VII. Conclusion 
 After analyzing the past three decades of EU work towards addressing population 
change, it is evident the EU has made great strides in tackling the problem. There are still a 
number of challenges facing the EU and more action needs to be taken soon before the full 
effects of the demographic change start to take effect. The policy process is an ongoing 
process and with most policies having developed within the past decade, policy evaluation 
may slowly begin. It is yet to be seen whether these policies will be successful in 
accomplishing their objectives and if they will help reduce the negative effects of population 
ageing. For the EU, it is important that they keep enough attention focused on active ageing 
and use any momentum and support they will gather during the EY2012 once the year has 
ended. 
The EY2012 will be an important year to see how successful the EU can be in fully 
addressing this issue and educating more people about population ageing. It will be 
interesting to see what this year accomplishes in comparison to the EY1993. These two 
separate European Years have practically the same name (1993 European Year of the Elderly 
and Solidarity between Generations and 2012 European Year for Active Ageing and 
Solidarity between Generations) and similar goals of raising awareness, promoting 
intergenerational solidarity, and providing member states with a way to share 
information.121,122 The EY1993 did succeed in starting the discussion about population ageing 
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and being a forum for member states to come together. It is too soon to say how well the 
EY2012 will be in achieving its goals, but the current political setting is more open and 
aware of the necessity to take action than in 1993. This can only help the EY2012 in being 
more successful and productive than the EY1993. 
 Looking back over what has been discussed in this paper, the ageing debate has been 
slowly making its way through the policy process. The EU has worked to address the issue 
from multiple angles and create awareness about how wide ranging this issue is. Since the 
majority of policies addressing this issue have been created in the past decade, it will be a 
few more years before the first cycle of the policy process will be completed. It will be up to 
EU policy makers to decide if they want to use this window of opportunity created by the 
EY2012 to continue to work on this issue once the year has ended or turn their focus 
elsewhere. 
 Further research will need to be conducted in the coming years to see how this issue 
has continued to develop and to determine how well the EY2012 accomplished the goals it 
set out to achieve. Based on this research, I have found that ageing and demographic change 
have been an issue on the EU agenda for a few decades, but until the 21st century, it was not 
high on the agenda. Now that the topic has risen on the agenda, more policy makers are 
aware and willing to discuss possible solutions. In the end, it can be said that ageing is a clear 
item on the EU agenda and the EU is now more dedicated to addressing the issue and making 
sure policies are created that will limit the impact of population ageing in the coming years.   
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